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Under the common law and most statutory codes, a central characteristic of a crime such as extortion or blackmail by a 
private person is that the threat is used as a means to obtain money or other things of value from the victim for the purpose of 
gain to the one making the threat.! 


Observation: 


Extortion is a paradoxical crime in that it criminalizes the making of threats that, in and of themselves, may not be illegal; in many 


blackmail cases, the threat is to do something in itself perfectly legal, but that threat nevertheless becomes illegal when coupled 
with a demand for money.’ 
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Footnotes 


i People v. Poindexter, 138 Mich. App. 322, 361 N.W.2d 346 (1984); State v. Haugen, 392 N.W.2d 799 (N.D. 1986). 
An “heir hunter” contract obligating the heir to pay 50% of the value of inherited property in exchange for assistance 
in recovering the property did not violate extortion statutes as the agreement involved the hunter’s services in locating 
the property, locating the heir, and assisting the heir so that the claim to property could be made rather than a mere 
exchange of information for a share of the property. Nelson v. McGoldrick, 127 Wash. 2d 124, 896 P.2d 1258, 37 
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A Flatley v. Mauro, 39 Cal. 4th 299, 46 Cal. Rptr. 3d 606, 139 P.3d 2 (2006). 
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